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ABORT MISSION? NOT SO FAST! USING CLASSROOM
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES TO KEEP A CLASS FROM GOING
DOWN IN FLAMES
AMY COOPER WHITE
INTRODUCTION
We have all seen it: a student falling asleep, texting, or otherwise not present in the library instruction session. What can a
teaching librarian do to mitigate these situations without falling into the trap of becoming the stereotypical stern librarian? In this
interactive session, participants learned tried-and-true strategies from an experienced teacher-turned librarian.
The presentation began with a brief review of the literature on classroom management for library instruction specifically
and college teaching in general. After the literature review, the presenter shared her own tips and tricks that she has developed over
the years for managing library classes. Finally, the session concluded with an interactive portion in which participants practiced
applying some of the classroom management strategies from the presentation to common library instruction scenarios. Participants
were also encouraged to contribute their own tips and tricks for managing these situations.

THE LITERATURE
Classroom management has many definitions in the literature but generally refers to setting the environment for learning.
Specifically, Wong and Wong (2005) define classroom management as “all of the things a teacher does to organize students, space,
time, and materials so that student learning can take place” (p. 84). It is important to note that classroom management is not the
same as discipline. Cisse (2016) draws the distinction by pointing out that “classroom management is the series of steps taken to
prevent undesirable behaviors whereas discipline is the response to misbehavior” (p. 110). In other words, classroom management
is a proactive approach while discipline is reactive in nature.
The literature also points out that classroom management is a complex endeavor because it involves handling many
variables while trying to teach the content of a lesson. The many aspects that a librarian must manage while teaching include
“interaction with faculty and students, participant questions, challenges and reactions, unforeseen outcomes and potentially sticky
predicaments, all meandering under the surface while the librarian focuses on the lesson at hand” (Blackburn & Hays, 2014, p. 23).
To make sense of the complicated nature of classroom management, it can be helpful to think of it in terms of its three
major elements. These elements, as identified by McLeod, Fisher, and Hoover (2003) are the teacher’s management of time and
space, the development of the student/teacher relationship (which influences student behavior), and all of the instructional strategies
used to keep students engaged. While these elements certainly overlap, they provide a useful framework for discussing classroom
management strategies.

-ABORT MISSION? NOT SO FAST! USING CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT…-

LOEX-2018

3

Management of Time and Space
In terms of managing time and space during a library session, the literature suggests a number of strategies to keep pacing
of the session on track, to get back on track if the class veers off, and to make sure the space works for the lesson plan. Vander
Meer, Ring, and Perez (2007) and Cisse (2016) both suggest breaking up the library session into segments and inserting a question
or activity about every 10 minutes. When complicated questions come up from the audience, Blackburn and Hays (2014) recommend
letting the students know that you will answer it more fully later in the class. If class does get off track, Blackburn and Hays (2014)
recommend having some quick phrases on hand to redirect the students. Humor is also an effective tool to manage the inevitable
chaos but should be used with caution. Vander Meer et al. (2007) suggest only using humor if you are naturally funny, and they
caution that the librarian should be sure that jokes do not alienate the audience. In terms of managing space, the main suggestion
found in the literature was to visit the classroom early to make sure the technology works and to get one’s bearings (Blackburn &
Hays, 2014).
The Student–Teacher Relationship
As with managing time and space, the literature makes a number of recommendations for making the most of the student–
teacher relationship, and thereby positively influencing student behavior. One of the most interesting recommendations comes from
a study on conflict in the college classroom by Meyers, Bender, Hill and Thomas (2006). In this study, the authors found that
teachers who showed warmth experienced less antagonistic behavior. Along these same lines, Blackburn and Hays (2014)
recommend that librarians arrive early to class so that they can warmly greet students as they arrive. They also suggest connecting
with students at the beginning of class by making ice-breaker conversation about neutral topics such as the weather or local sporting
events. Vander Meer et al. (2007) also suggest telling students exactly what to expect at the beginning of the library session while
Blackburn and Hays (2014) ask librarians to consider putting an outline on the board so that students know the plan. Finally, Cisse
(2016) points out that showing enthusiasm for the content is vital for getting students on board. In other words, if the instructor
shows excitement, the students will sense it and reciprocate.
Instructional Strategies
Just as managing time, space and the student–teacher relationship are critical components of classroom management, so too
are the instructional strategies chosen. The literature suggests that one important strategy is to use a variety of teaching methods and
to specifically limit lecturing. The recommendation is supported by the study mentioned above on conflict in the college classroom
in which the authors found that lecturing was associated with inattentiveness—students falling asleep, on cell-phones, etc. (Meyers,
Bender, Hill, & Thomas, 2006). Another recommendation is to tie all activities to specific learning outcomes so that students
understand the purpose of what they are being asked to do during class (Blackburn & Hays, 2014). While interactive exercises are
certainly recommended, Cisse (2016) also points out that using silence and time for reflection can also be helpful. Finally, Vander
Meer et al. (2007) make an important point about using questioning as an instructional strategy. They support the idea that regularly
questioning students keeps them engaged but argue that specific questions are much more motivating to students than broad ones.

PERSONAL TIPS AND TRICKS
While the literature offers many general recommendations, it can sometime be difficult to translate these suggestions into
concrete classroom management practices. For this reason, the second segment of the presentation aimed to share concrete
suggestions for classroom management from the presenter’s own experience as both a librarian and as a college course instructor.
The presenter shared her tips and tricks for each of three key elements of classroom management used above to discuss the literature:
management of time and space, the student–teacher relationship, and instructional strategies.
Management of Time and Space
For management of time and space, the presenter shared several specific strategies. First, she recommended thinking
modularly when lesson planning. For example, planning a fifty-minute class can be thought of in terms of three 10-15 minute
segments, along with an introduction and wrap-up time at the end. This modular approach prevents any one topic or activity from
over-taking the class or becoming tedious. Secondly, the presenter suggested providing a roadmap at the beginning of class to let
students know not only what will be covered but also in what order and how. Throughout the library session, the librarian can refer
back to the roadmap. For group work, the presenter suggested a 50% rule: when about 50% of the groups have finished, refocus
the class to review the activity. Dimming or brightening lighting was also suggested as a means for getting students’ attention after
a group activity. In terms of managing space, the presenter’s main suggestion was to not only arrive to the classroom early but to
actually sit in the students’ seating area. Then look at the board to see if students can see any area you plan to write on. Check that
the projector screen doesn’t have too much glare and adjust the lighting accordingly. Finally, consider the arrangement of chairs in
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terms of any group work you have planned for the class. Can students easily find a partner or group with the current seating
arrangement? Also, consider whether you, as the library instructor, will be able to circulate.
The Student–Teacher Relationship
To manage the student–teacher relationship, the presenter first suggested leveraging the relationship that the course
instructor has already built with the students. One way to do this is by encouraging the involvement of the course instructor in the
delivery of library instruction. This could be as simple as having the instructor introduce you and wrap up the session with a
summarizing statement at the end. These are both opportunities for the instructor to reinforce the importance of the library session.
Additionally, the presenter suggested that librarians encourage instructors to interject and reinforce points during the library session
to show students that the content is relevant. Often course instructors will be afraid to do this if they are not invited by the librarian
to do so.
Another tip for relationship-building with the students is to establish two things at the beginning of the library session in
order to build trust. First, any rules and expectations for behavior must be made clear at the beginning. For example, is it okay for
students to have phones out during the session? Should students expect to be called on individually? The librarian should present
these rules and expectations in a warm manner so as not to scare the students. Secondly, the librarian must establish credibility with
the audience. In this age of Googling information, it is very easy for students and even course instructors to dismiss library instruction
as irrelevant. However, if the librarian shows a solid understanding of the assignment along with how library resources can directly
assist in research for their specific topic(s), the students and instructor are more likely to respect the librarian and what he/she has to
offer.
When student or instructor behavior is disruptive, sometimes it is necessary to intervene. However, make sure that the
intervention is not more disruptive than the behavior. The presenter suggests using subtle, friendly redirection when a student, or
even the course instructor, are disruptive. For example, stand close to the person causing the problem and sometimes the proximity
of the librarian is enough to cause the behavior to stop. It can also be helpful to go up to the person being disruptive and ask him/her
about how the research process is going and if there is anything the librarian can do to help.
Instructional Strategies
To keep students engaged during the library instruction session, the presenter echoed the literature in terms of minimizing
lecture. However, she noted that students do need some input from the librarian so as not to completely eschew lecture. Instead,
the presenter recommended limiting lecture to no more than one segment of the library instruction session or using smaller bits of
lecture within each segment of the session. One suggestion for minimizing lecture is to get students to do the explaining and
demonstrating when possible, particularly if you have a student who has had a library instruction session before or who is familiar
with a particular database from experience in high school. The librarian can then just fill-in the missing information after the student
shares what he/she knows. Another suggestion for minimizing lecture is to insert questions throughout the session to keep students
on their toes. If no one responds after an appropriate wait time, consider pausing to let students write down their thoughts or discuss
the question with their partner first.
The presenter also noted that interactive exercises are excellent at keeping students engaged but must have a clear purpose
or they will be dismissed as busywork. It is equally important for clear directions and procedures to be established before having
students delve into a learning activity. To give clear directions, answer the following questions for the students:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What should the students do to successfully complete this activity?
Why should the students do this activity? This is the sales pitch!
What should the students produce? A list? An answer to a question? A drawing?
What is the general time frame for completing an activity? This tells students how much energy to invest into the activity.
Give an example of what you want the students to do and/or produce.

COMMON SCENARIOS
To conclude the presentation, participants spent the last 10-15 minutes reflecting on four scenarios that are common to
library instruction sessions. For each scenario, groups were asked to identify classroom management strategies that could prevent
or mitigate the situation in order to keep the focus on learning. Below are the scenarios and the suggestions from the audience for
each one.
Scenario 1: In the middle of a library session, a student rudely tells you what you are talking about is completely
pointless/irrelevant for the assignment. Participants suggested both preventative strategies, such as showing warmth and
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establishing learning outcomes, as well as intervention strategies, including finding out more about what the student is working
on and why they have this misconception.
Scenario 2: In an effort to make class more engaging, you have added an element of group work to the library instruction
session. However, you are finding it difficult to keep students on task during group work and even harder to refocus the group
afterwards. Participants recalled the 50% rule for bringing students back together (once half 50% have finished the group
work) along with using lighting or music to refocus the group. One participant noted the need for a sales pitch for the activity
along with a clear procedure and timeline for completing work.
Scenario 3: While doing a database demo, you notice that the instructor is having conferences with individual students. The
other students are clearly distracted and you are having trouble maintaining control of the class. This scenario resonated with
many participants in terms of being the most disturbing and difficult to successfully navigate. One participant recommended
“interrupting the interrupter” by asking for the instructor’s help with the current topic of the library session. The presenter
noted that she experienced this for the first time herself this semester and thought that perhaps she could make expectations for
the instructor’s involvement in the session clearer.
Scenario 4: You have been working to include more active learning in your library workshops but still have students falling
asleep and on their phones during the session. There was not much time left to discuss this scenario during the presentation but
one participant noted that perhaps there was not enough student buy-in for active learning exercises. In other words, the
inattentive students might not understand the importance of the material or perhaps do not understand the purpose of the
interactive portions of the lessons.
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